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I want to speak this morning about one word, and that is the word “test.”  It shows up in the very 

first verse of tomorrow’s Torah reading: “V’ha-elohim nisah et Avraham -- And God tested 

Abraham.”  (Genesis 22:1) 

 

Now this is the only place in the stories about Abraham in the Bible in which the word “test” 

appears, but there’s an old tradition going back to the rabbinic period that Abraham wasn’t tested 

only once; he was tested ten times!  (Pirkei Avot 5:3)  The great Maimonides, who lived in the 

12th century, and Rabbeinu Yonah, the 13th century rabbinic commentator from Gerona, 

Catalonia, are among those who prepared lists detailing each of these tests.  Here are some of the 

challenges Abraham faced that they describe as tests. Many of these are tests that we may 

recognize.  

  

When Abraham was young, he became a monotheist growing up in the home of an idol-maker in 

a pagan society.  Need I say more? (That’s sort of like growing up vegan in the home of a 

butcher.)  

 

Abraham had to leave his parents, and his parents’ home, and his native country, to go to the 

Land of Canaan.  Many of us are, if not immigrants, then the children or grandchildren of 

immigrants.  I used to romanticize the ocean voyage my grandmother took to come to this 

country in 1907 – until I realized that after that, she never saw her parents again.  That was a 

one-way voyage for her and for many others – just as it had been a one-way journey for 

Abraham. 

 

 



Soon after Abraham got to the Promised Land, there was a famine, forcing him to pick up stakes 

again and go down to Egypt with his wife. (Can you imagine the second-guessing that went on 

between Abraham and Sarah during that trip?) 

 

At an advanced age, Abraham had to have surgery.  (I’m referring to the fact that he was 

circumcised at the age of 99.  And he was his own surgeon!) 

 

Abraham and his wife had difficulty conceiving a child.  

 

After those efforts were successful, conflicts arose between the two women in his household, 

Sarah and Hagar, and between his two children, Isaac and Ishmael, eventually resulting in the 

banishment of Hagar and Ishmael, about which we read this morning;  

 

There’s the binding of Isaac, which we’ll read about tomorrow. 

 

And when Abraham’s wife died, he had to go out and haggle with the locals to buy a burial plot.  

 

Can you think of anything more stressful at a time of loss?  What a list!  

 

Now, most of us are no longer in school, but we remember the tests that we used to take, that 

students still take in school.  You know: the multiple choice ones, where all you have to do is to 

fill in the oval with the no. 2 pencil, making sure that you don’t go too far over the edges.  Then, 

there are tests with essay questions, where you sometimes have to fill up a whole page or two 

with thoughts and analysis.  That can be even more challenging.  But if you study hard, if you 

anticipate what you’re going to be asked, you can sometimes prepare quite well for such exams, 

and do quite well. 
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But when we get to Abraham’s challenges – resolving domestic conflicts; living with infertility; 

trying to figure out and obey God’s will -- when we get to challenges or tests like these, we know 

that we’re in a different realm altogether.  We’re in the realm of tests without easy answers.  

 

Maybe this is why we read about Abraham and his family on Rosh HaShanah.  Even though we 

are reading about one particular person and one particular family, we are, fundamentally, just 

like them, for we too, it seems, are being tested, not just ten times, but constantly.  And tested in 

ways we never were in school.  Tested with tests for which there is no crib sheet, and no answer 

key.  

 

Take medical tests, for instance.  All the cramming in the world doesn’t improve our scores in 

those tests.  The numbers are what they are, and nothing we can do can change that.  It doesn’t 

seem fair, does it?  We may eat right, we may exercise, we may do everything we know we 

should – and yet we don’t always get the scores we want, the scores we know we need, to stay 

healthy – or to stay alive. 

 

And when those kinds of tests come back positive, that’s when the real test begins:  getting 

through the particular challenges that our life is presenting to us. 

 

This is a tough time for many of us.  Many of us are hurting.  We or our loved ones may be 

going through medical treatment, we may have suffered a loss, our marriage may be in crisis, or 

it may have come to an end … Perhaps we are looking for work.  Maybe we’re just getting older. 

Maybe we’re being tempted to cut corners, or to take what doesn’t belong to us.  Maybe we’re 

wondering whether to remain faithful when we don’t feel like it.  Whatever it is, we may feel like 

Abraham, like we’re enduring a series of tests -- tests where it may not be clear what is being 

asked of us; much less, what the right answers are.  

 

3 
 



Think of that moment in tomorrow’s Torah reading, when Abraham raises his hand to offer his 

son as a sacrifice.  He thinks he’s doing the right thing.  And then he hears an angel instruct him 

not to raise his hand against his son.  What a confusing moment!  

 

Sometimes, we are in that place:  that place where life doesn’t appear to be making sense.  What 

we took for granted is taken away from us.  Up is down and down is up.  What do we do? 

Where do we turn?  

 

We will shortly recite one of the most powerful but misunderstood prayers in our tradition, the 

Unetaneh Tokef.  With words like, “Who shall live and who shall die?” or “Who shall be tranquil 

and who shall be tormented?” the Unetaneh Tokef usually frightens or disturbs us.  

 

And yet, that’s not the essence of the prayer.  The prayer doesn’t try to get us worried for 

nothing.  The prayer has a point: and the point is to remind us that, whatever may befall us 

during the coming year, whatever tests we may be facing, there are three strategies that can help 

us cope with what life is bringing our way, namely, Teshuvah, Tefillah and Tsedakah -- 

Repentance, Prayer and Deeds of Righteousness.  Each of these, the Unetaneh Tokef assures us, 

averts the severity of the decree.  

 

What are these, and how do they work?  

 

Teshuvah (or, “repentance”) involves turning, it involves self reflection, checking in – with our 

values, our essence, our center.  It’s looking deep down inside of ourselves at, well, whatever 

you call it:  our conscience, our superego, the values we hold dear.  Periodically, but especially 

when we’re going through a test, we need to do a check-in.  As the Talmud says (Berachot 5a), 

when we experience afflictions, we should examine our deeds, as it is written, “Let us examine 

and probe our ways, and return to the Lord.” (Lamentations 3:40)  
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Why?  Because we have to get our house in order.  In order to marshal our resources, in order to 

stand up to the test we’re facing, we need to be focused.  Are we wasting time on trivialities? 

Are we distracting ourselves?  Are we treating other people badly?  Teshuvah is a mid-course 

correction, to make sure that we are going in the right direction. 

 

Tefillah means “prayer.”  But the Hebrew word is broader than the English one.  Tefillah can 

mean petitionary prayer, but it can also – and usually does – mean to articulate prayers of 

empathy, prayers of appreciation, expressions of awe at the wonders of creation and the fact of 

our existence.   Prayer is important because we can’t always do it alone.  We sometimes need to 

reach out to a Higher Power.  Prayer can bring us solace and comfort; it can also humble us and 

give us direction. And communal prayer brings us in contact with others, who can serve as 

sources of strength and support.  Even just trying to pray -- trying to articulate what we’re feeling 

and where we’re hurting -- can help us. 

 

In a sense, that is the message of the climactic moment in today’s Torah reading.  Think of it: 

Imagine Hagar, who has been banished from Abraham’s household with her son Ishmael. 

Ishmael is dying of thirst in the wilderness.  And so Hagar puts him under a tree and abandons 

him – because she cannot bear to look upon him as he dies – and she bursts into tears.  In the 

rabbinic tradition, that is a form of prayer.  It’s at that moment that Hagar looks up and sees a 

well of water.  She draws water from the well and saves her son.  

 

The well had been there all along, but Hagar had not been in the proper state of mind to perceive 

it.  

 

Similarly, in tomorrow’s portion, at that moment when Abraham is caught between those two 

conflicting divine commands, he lifts up his eyes.  He sees a ram whose horns are caught in the 

tree.  Somehow – it’s not made clear how -- Abraham comes to understand that this ram is his 

and his son’s salvation.  This ram is the answer to the prayer he may not even have articulated.  
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Tsedakah involves reaching out to others.  Sometimes there is no better way to lighten the load 

on our shoulders than to share another’s burden.  Realizing that we are all in this together can 

help all of us get through our days – both the easy ones and the more challenging ones. 

 

There’s a well-known Chinese tale of the sad woman who goes to an elder for a potion to cure 

her sadness.  He listens to her and tells her that, in order to make up the potion, she needs to have 

a mustard seed from a home that has never known sorrow.  And so she goes from place to place. 

She starts in a big, beautiful mansion.  She asks for mustard seed, which they obviously have, but 

first checks to see if the home has never known sorrow.  “No, we certainly have known sorrow,” 

they tell her.  And she sits and listens to them.  She goes to another home, and then another, … 

and cannot seem to find a home that has never known sorrow.  But in the course of her journeys, 

she realizes the special gift that she has, given her experience with tsuris, of bringing comfort to 

others, and so her own sadness is gradually lifted.  

 

What I like about this story is that the woman goes to the elder to seek wisdom, but he sends her 

out to connect with other people.  

 

A few years ago, the sister of a friend of mine had a very difficult pregnancy.  Her doctor 

insisted that she remain in her bed for six long months.  Fortunately, she was a member of a 

supportive community, and so throughout that time, there were people shopping for her, people 

cooking for her, and people taking care of her other children.  

 

That was wonderful:  but that’s not why I’m telling this story. 

 

Even though she was getting all this help, this woman was unhappy.  She was frustrated being 

the recipient of all of this caring and not be able to reciprocate.  She realized that for her peace of 

mind she had to be helping others too.  
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And so she signed up with Dorot, a Jewish social service agency, to call elderly shut-ins.  She 

got a list of people to call, and every day she spent several hours calling people who were thrilled 

to hear from her.  Helping others alleviated her own suffering. 

 

Tsedakah and Hesed bring us back to Abraham.  For the Bible tells us that God singled Abraham 

out, so that he would instruct his children and his posterity to keep the way of the Lord by doing 

what is just and right – in Hebrew, tsedakah u’mishpat.  (Genesis 18:19).  And Tsedakah brings 

us closer to God, for, as we recite throughout the High Holiday liturgy, “Tsedek u’mishpat 

m’chon kis’echa,” “Righteousness and justice are the pillars of God’s throne.” (Psalm 89:14) 

 

Note that the Unetaneh Tokef doesn’t suggest that engaging in Teshuvah, Tefillah or Tsedakah 

can alter our fate; all it says is that these three activities can alter the severity of what life has in 

store for us, and diminish its impact.  

 

That subtle distinction is critical.  We don’t read in Genesis that Abraham prayed to God that 

things would turn out differently for him -- and then they did.  In fact, the text goes out of its way 

to teach us precisely the opposite!  

 

Teshuvah, Tefillah and Tsedakah don’t guarantee that we will never know pain or suffering.  Not 

at all.  What they do provide is inner direction, consolation, and sometimes, and hopefully, the 

strength and resilience to endure, if not overcome, our suffering.  

 

A colleague of mine reminded me that when he was in high school, there was one particular 

question that was asked by his classmates more than any other.  Can you think of what that 

question is?  It’s the question, “Will it be on the test?”  And what do teachers say when a kid 

asks that question?  “We want you to learn all of the material, whether or not it’s on the test.” 

And yet, to be fair, students know that their study time is limited, and they may want to review 

only what they need to know – and nothing more. 
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When it comes to what we’ve been talking about today, if the question is, “Is it going to be on 

the test?” what’s the answer? 

 

The answer is, of course, “Yes.”  Everything is on the test.  As Rabbeinu Yonah and Maimonides 

remind us, every one of the challenges we face, and the manner in which we address them, fill 

out the pages of our life’s blue books.  

 

None of us knows when our ultimate test will come, how many questions will be on it, and what 

we’re going to be asked to say or do.  And so now is the time to prepare.  

 

As Rabbi Eliezer taught us, Don’t wait until you’re facing adversity to do teshuvah.  Do teshuvah 

the day before you die.  Do it today, for you have no idea what test tomorrow will bring. 

 

Fortunately, the tests that really matter are open book, and with teshuvah, tefillah and tsedakah, 

with hearts that are open and at peace with ourselves, with God and with the others around us, 

we will, God willing, pass with flying colors.  

 

Shanah Tovah u’m’tukah.   May all of us be blessed with a good and a sweet year. 

 

Amen. 
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